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Surveys are s c r u t i n i z e d  r e g u l a r l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  sampling 

p l a n s ,  non-response b i a s ,  and a n a l y s i s  i s s u e s .  Less f r equen t ly  are 

concerns r a i s e d  about  t he  degree t o  which respondents  understand 

the  survey i tems  and the  e x t e n t  t o  which they  respond t r u t h f u l l y .  

Y e t  i n  many cases t h e s e  a r e  h igh ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  i s s u e s  i n  a s s e s s i n g  

the  v a l i d i t y  o f  t he  survey r e s u l t s .  

P r e t e s t i n g  o f  t he  survey ins t rument  i s  o f t e n  the  means used t o  

provide  assurance  t h a t  t he  ques t ionna i r e  works. And t h i s  i nc ludes  

assurance  t h a t  t he  respondents  understand the  ques t ions  and are  

a b l e  t o  recount  a c t i v i t i e s  o r  provide opin ions  t h a t  f i t  a p p r o p r i a t e  

response ca t egor i e s .  It i s  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e ,  however, t h a t  

respondents  can complete a p r e t e s t  s u c c e s s f u l l y  without  having 

a real  unders tanding  of  t he  t o p i c ( s )  of  i n t e r e s t .  This  can be 

t h e  case  e s p e c i a l l y  when respondents  p ick  t h e i r  answers from 

c a t e g o r i e s  provided i n  t h e  survey ins t rument .  

A s i z e a b l e  body of  l i t e r a t u r e  has  developed dur ing  the  l a s t  

1 20 y e a r s  r e l a t e d  t o  ques t ionna i r e  design.  

focused on matching ques t ions  t o  t h e  unders tanding  l e v e l s  o f  

respondents ,  e l i c i t i n g  t r u t h f u l  responses  t o  s e n s i t i v e  q u e s t i o n s ,  

and improving ques t ion  format and wording. Other re la ted re sea rch  

has  a s ses sed  the  impact of  i n t e r v i e w  mode ( te lephone  vs  in-person 

vs m a i l )  on response p a t t e r n s  and the  development of s p e c i a l  

i n t e rv i ewing  procedures  f o r  unique respondent groups ( i . e .  t he  

e l d e r l y ,  c h i l d r e n ,  e t c . ) .  

A t t e n t i o n  has  been 



This paper  does n o t  a t tempt  t o  review a l l  techniques  t h a t  

have been developed t o  improve survey ins t rument  design.  It  

d i s c u s s e s  two procedures  t h a t  have a p p l i c a b i l i t y  t o  p o l i t i c a l  

s c i ence  r e sea rch  s i t u a t i o n s ,  b u t  are  l i t t l e  used i n  the  d i s c i p l i n e .  

Focus group in t e rv i ewing  and randomized response are  t h e  two 

techniques presented.  The former i s  a means f o r  developing the  

informat ion  needed t o  match respondent  unders tanding  level t o  a 

survey ins t rument ,  and t o  i n c r e a s e  the  informat ion  known about  the  

survey t o p i c  p r i o r  t o  ques t ionna i r e  design.  

s e v e r a l  methods c u r r e n t l y  i n  use  t o  i n c r e a s e  respondents’  

The l a t t e r  i s  one of 

w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  answer s e n s i t i v e  ques t ions  t r u t h f u l l y .  Ne i the r  

of  t hese  methods a r e  new, nor  a r e  they r e l a t e d  t o  each o t h e r .  

Focus group in t e rv i ewing  i s  an e s t a b l i s h e d  p a r t  o f  market ing 

r e sea rch  (a l though u s u a l l y  used as an end i n  i t s e l f  r a t h e r  

than i n  conjunct ion  wi th  a su rvey) ,  and randomized response was 

f i r s t  in t roduced  i n  1965. 2 

FOCUS G R O W  INTERVIEWING 

It i s  common sense  t o  t a l k  t o  some l i k e l y  respondents  i n  t h e  

process  o f  des igning  a survey instrument .  Often t h i s  i s  done a t  the  

pre tes t  s t a g e  of  ins t rument  development and sometimes on an informal  

b a s i s  a t  ear l ier  stages.  Very i n f r e q u e n t l y  i s  i t  done on a more 

formal b a s i s  as an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  pre l iminary  ins t rument  design 

process .  Yet: i n  many s i t u a t i o n s  i t  i s  n o t  reasonable  t o  assume t h a t .  

respondents  w i l l  adequate ly  understand t h e  survey ques t ions ;  If 
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t e c h n i c a l  terms are involved,  i f  t o p i c s  are complex, i f  know- 

ledge  of  c u r r e n t  even t s  is r equ i r ed ,  o r  i f  t h e  respondent  

popula t ion  i s  such t h a t  t h e i r  comprehension l e v e l  i s  expected t o  

be below what would normally be expected,  i t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

important  t o  b u i l d  procedures  i n t o  t h e  ins t rument  design process  

t h a t  w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  meaningful da ta .  A focus 

group in t e rv i ew,  o r  series of  i n t e rv i ews ,  can r e s u l t  i n  t h e  k i n d s  

of  in format ion  needed t o  develop a workable d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n  

ins t rument  . 
A focus group, o r  focus pane l ,  i n t e r v i e w  i s  a quasi-  

s t r u c t u r e d  i n t e r v i e w  wi th  a group of respondents .  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  ( u s u a l l y  from 8 t o  1 2  people)  f o r  a s e s s i o n  i s  

purposive i n  n a t u r e  g e n e r a l l y  s t r i v i n g  f o r  a range of  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

t y p i f y i n g  t h e  v a r i e t y  of  a n t i c i p a t e d  survey respondents .  For example, 

i f  t h e  r e sea rche r  wants to  know how persons wi th  d i v e r s e  p o l i t i c a l  

a t t i t u d e s  f e e l  about c e r t a i n  po l i cy  i s s u e s ,  respondents  would be 

screened t o  i n s u r e  t h a t  t he  group of p a r t i c i p a n t s  d i f f e r  a long the  

l i be ra l - conse rva t ive  spectrum. 

S e l e c t i o n  of  

The i n t e r v i e w  s e s s i o n  i s  l e d  by a moderator who guides  the  

d i scuss ion  through a pre-se t  ser ies  of t o p i c  areas. The moderator 

c o n t r o l s  t he  s e s s i o n  t o  ensure  t h a t  'everyone c o n t r i b u t e s ,  t h a t  

i s s u e s  of  i n t e r e s t  a r e  probed and explored s u f f i c i e n t l y ,  and t h a t  

t h e  d i scuss ion  does n o t  s t r a y  t o  t o p i c s  e n t i r e l y  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  the  

purpose o f  t he  se s s ion .  The outward appearance of a good group 

s e s s i o n  i s  t h a t  o f  an informal ,  uns t ruc tu red  group d i s c u s s i o n  with 

no apparent  l e a d e r ,  But,  i n  f a c t ,  t he  d i scuss ion  i s  under t h e  



d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  moderator wi th  a s p e c i f i c  agenda of  i t e m s  t o  be 

covered and informat ion  t o  be obta ined ,  

A moderators  guide i s  prepared f o r  each s e s s i o n  o r  set  of 

s e s s ions .  The guide u s u a l l y , t a k e s  t h e  form of a t o p i c  o u t l i n e  

of t h e  s u b j e c t s  t o  be  covered,  an 

they should be covered, and sometimes a t i m e  l i m i t  p e r  s e c t i o n .  

Often s p e c i f i c  probes are included t o  g e t  needed informat ion  i f  

i t  d o e s n ' t  deveLop spontaneously dur ing  the  in te rv iew.  Each s e s s i o n  

s tar ts  wi th  a b r i e f  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  by t h e  moderator ,  

then  s h o r t  personal  i n t roduc t ions  from each member o f  t h e  

group t o  "break the  ice." 

a r e  intended t o  make respondents  f e e l  confo r t ab le  i n  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  

s i t u a t i o n ,  A focus group u s u a l l y  l a s t s  an hour and a h a l f  t o  two 

hours.  Respondents o f t e n  l ead  the  d i s c u s s i o n  from t o p i c  t o  t o p i c  

i n  an o r d e r  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  from what was planned i n  the copic  

guide.  

i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  depth i n  which 

A s  i n  a ques t ionna i r e ,  i n i t i a l  t o p i c s  

This  i s  no problem as long as a l l  i s s u e s  a r e  d iscussed .  

Although i t  i s  p r e f e r a b l e  f o r  on ly  one person t o  moderate each 

s e s s i o n ,  one o r  more unobs t rus ive  obse rve r s  can a t t e n d  a s e s s i o n  

a s  non-par t ic ipants .  

i s  important  f o r  obse rve r s  t o  a t t e n d  the  s e s s i o n  t o  t ake  n o t e s  

on s i g n i f i c a n t  p o i n t s .  The moderator would t ake  no te s  as t he  s e s s i o n  

proceeds a l s o  al though the  demands of  running the  i n t e r v i e w  o f t e n  

prec lude  t ak ing  ex tens ive  notes .  Audio t ap ing  of s e s s i o n s  i s  the  

genera l  p r a c t i c e .  

I f  t he  in t e rv i ew i n  no t  taped (v ideo  o r  audio)  i t  

The r e s u l t s  of t he  s e s s i o n s  can be analysed i n  s e v e r a l  ways. 
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The most thorough and by f a r  most expensive method i s  t o  have 

t a p e s  of  t h e  s e s s i o n s  t r a n s c r i b e d  and then  con ten t  ana lysed .  

Shor t  o f  t r a n s c r i p t i o n ,  which can be both  t ime consuming and 

expensive,  one,  o r  p r e f e r a b l y  s e v e r a l  a n a l y s t s  can l i s t e n  t o  t h e  

tapes,  p u l l i n g  o u t  in format ion  and o rgan iz ing  t h e i r  f i n d i n g s  around 

t h e  s u b j e c t s  i n  t h e  modera to r ' s  gu ide ,  adding new t o p i c s  t h a t  may 

come up du r ing  t h e  se s s ion .  

A s tudy  of  f a c t o r s  a f f e c t i n g  t a x  compliance sponsored by t h e  

I n t e r n a l  Revenue S e r v i c e  u t i l i z e d  focus group i n t e r v i e w s  as p a r t  

of t h e  p i l o t  survey ins t rument  des ign  p r o c e ~ s . ~  Following are  

some examples o f  t h e  k inds  o f  in format ion  t h a t  were found i n  t h e  

focus group s e s s i o n s  t h a t  were h e l p f u l  i n  des igning  the  survey:  

t~ Respondents tended t o  answer q u e s t i o n s  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t a x i n g  p o l i c y  r a t h e r  than  tax- 
paying procedures .  The l a t t e r  was t h e  t o p i c  
of  i n t e r e s t .  
emphasis w a s  p laced  on t h e  c o r r e c t  t o p i c  i n  
t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  ques t ionna i r e .  

A s  a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s , e x t r a  

e Focus group p a r t i c i p a n t s  used t h e  terms "exemp- 
t i o n s "  and "deductions" in t e rchangeab ly  y e t  
they have d i s t i n c t  meanings t o  IRS. There w a s  
a wide range o f  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  an IRS "audi t . "  
To some respondents  they had been aud i t ed  i f  they 
had r ece ived  a computerized n o t i c e  o f  a math e r r o r  
on t h e i r  r e t u r n .  Others  f e l t  t h a t  on ly  an 
a c t u a l  examinat ion o f  a t axpaye r ' s  r eco rds  i s  
an a u d i t .  S ince  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  an  a u d i t  on 
f u t u r e  compliance w a s  an important  i s s u e ,  
i t  was v i t a l  t h a t  respondents  de f ined  ' 'audi t"  
uniformly,  The focus groups exposed numerous 
seemingly commonplace terms t h a t  r equ i r ed  p r e c i s e  
d e f i n i t i o n s  i n  the  q u e s t i o n n a i r e .  
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0 Respondents seemed t o  f e e l  very d i f f e r e n t l y  
i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  compliance about paying t axes  
on t h e i r  "regular"  income ( i . e .  s a l a r y  f o r  a 
fu l l - t ime  job  from which t axes  were wi thhe ld)  
than on "ext ra"  income ( i . e .  wages from p a r t -  
t i m e  work, hobbies ,  i n t e r e s t  income, e t c . ) .  
A series of ques t ions  were added t o  probe 
t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  Nei ther  t h e  IRS  nor  
the  r e sea rch  s t a f f  had proposed t h i s  l i n e  
of  ques t ion ing  p r i o r  t o  t h e  focus groups. 

e Group p a r t i c i p a n t s  were less  r e t i c e n t  about 
d i s c u s s i n g  t h e i r  own non-compliant behavior  
than had o r i g i n a l l y  been a n t i c i p a t e d .  
t h i s  reason i t  w a s  decided t h a t  t he  compliance 
ques t ions  f o r  t he  p i l o t  survey wou d be 
asked i n  a s t r a igh t fo rward  manner. 

For 

k 

Focus group in t e rv i ews  do not  provide q u a n t i f i a b l e  d a t a  t h a t  

can be considered r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  the  popula t ion  as a whole. 

How, then ,  can i t  be advocated t h a t  a ques t ionna i r e  be - designed 

based on informat ion  ga thered  through focus group in t e rv i ews?  

F i r s t ,  i t  i s  advocated t h e  focus g r m p  a n a l y s i s  information be added t o  

knowledge t h a t  t he  r e sea rche r  a l r eady  has  ( i . e .  knowledge of  o t h e r  

r e l a t e d  s t u d i e s ,  unders tanding  of  ques t ionna i r e  des ign  techniques ,  

s u b s t a n t i v e  knowledge o f  the  i s s u e  a r e a ,  e t c . ) .  In  many cases  

the  focus group informat ion  w i l l  r e i n f o r c e  ques t ionna i r e  des ign  

dec i s ions  p rev ious ly  made on t h e  b a s i s  of  o t h e r  in format ion ,  

I n  o t h e r  cases  the  focus group informat ion  may sugges t  d i f f e r e n t  

ques t ion  wordings o r  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  l i n e s  of  ques t ions  than had 

been envis ioned  o r i g i n a l l y .  In  these  s i t u a t i o n s  the  p o t e n t i a l  

nega t ive  and p o s i t i v e  i n p a c t s  of  u s ing  t h e  guidance from the  focus 

groups m u s t  b e  weighed a g a i n s t  the  impacts o f  no t  u s i n g  the  
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information.  Focus group in t e rv i ews  may sugges t ,  perhaps,  

t h a t  some t e c h n i c a l  terms be more s p e c i f i c a l l y  de f ined  than  had 

been o r i g i n a l l y  intended.  

no t  doing t h i s  - t h a t  respondents  may n o t  understand the  

ques t ions  seems t o  f a r  outweigh t h e  nega t ive  impact o f  doing 

i t  - s l i g h t l y  i n c r e a s i n g  the  l eng th  of  t h e  ques t ionna i r e .  

In o t h e r  worrds ,  t he  dangers  involved i n  making a Type I1 

e r r o r  a r e  l i m i t e d ,  so i t  i s  reasonable  t o  t ake  the  r i s k .  

The p o t e n t i a l  nega t ive  impact o f  

In  o t h e r  s i t u a t i o n s ,  such as when the  focus groups suggest  

t he  a d d i t i o n  o f  new l i n e s  of ques t ion ing  t h a t  would fo rce  

dropping o t h e r  se ts  of  ques t ion ,  common sense  has  t o  guide the  

d e c i s i o n  making process .  

U N D O M I Z E D  RESPONSE 

Randomized response i s  a method o f  e l i c i t i n g  t r u t h f u l  responses  

t o  s e n s i t i v e  ques t ions  i n  an in t e rv i ew s i t u a t i o n .  It works by 

provid ing  the  respondent  complete c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y .  

i n t e rv i ewer  does no t  know what t h e  respondent answers ( o r  would 

Even the  

answer) t o  the  s e n s i t i v e  ques t ion .  The method i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  

f o r  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which e i t h e r  "yes" - "nn" o r  a minimal number 
r ;  :.. 

o f  c a t e g o r i c a l  responses  a r e  r equ i r ed ,  and where the  o b j e c t i v e  

i s  t o  g e t  an aggrega te  l e v e l  e s t i m a t e  of  inc idence  of  a 

s e n s i t i v e  behavior .  In  o t h e r  words, i t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  used,  

€or  example, t o  a s k  respondents  i f  they robbed a b a n k ,  o r  how many 
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t i m e s  they robbed a bank (wi th in  c e r t a i n  c a t e g o r i e s ) ,  bu t  

n o t  how they d i d  i t ,  

The technique r e q u i r e s  t h a t  t he  s e n s i t i v e  ques t ion  o f  

i n t e r e s t  be p a i r e d  wi th  a non-sens i t ive  ques t ion  wi th  a known 

aggrega te  response p a t t e r n .  A means i s  r equ i r ed  a l so  f o r  the  

respondent t o  be d i r e c t e d  t o  answer e i t h e r  t he  s e n s i t i v e  

ques t ion  o r  t h e  p a i r e d  non-sens i t ive  a l t e r n a t i v e  wi thout  t he  

i n t e r v i e w e r  knowing which ques t ion  i s  be ing  answered. 

p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of  t h e  respondent  g e t t i n g  each ques t ion  ( s e n s i t i v e  

o r  non-sens i t ive)  must be known a l s o .  

The 

An example can demonstrate  t h e  procedure most e a s i l y .  

The ques t ions  t h a t  fo l low can be p a i r e d  t o  assess the  e x t e n t  t o  

which a group o f  respondents  chea t  on t h e i r  t axes  by f a i l i n g  t o  

r e p o r t  all of  t h e i r  income. The d e c i s i o n  of  which ques t ion  t h e  

respondent  answers i s  l e f t  t o  the  outcome of  t h e  respondents '  

t o s s  o f  a co in  ( i t  could be based on t h e  t o s s  of  d i c e ,  s e l e c t i o n  

of co lo red  b a l l s  from a box, e t c . ) .  I f  t he  t o s s  r e s u l t s  i n  "heads" 

the  respondent answers ques t ion  A ;  ' ' t a i l s " ,  ques t ion  B. 

. 

Example Quest ions ' 

A. Did you f a i l  t o  r e p o r t  any of  your t axab le  
income on your 1980 tax r e t u r n ?  

B. Did the  t o s s  of t h e  co in  produce "heads?" 
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During t h e  i n t e r v i e w  the  procedure i s  expla ined  t o  t h e  

respondent who i s  encouraged t o  examine t h e  c o i n  ( o r  d i c e ,  e t c . )  

f o r  r eas su rance  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  weighted o r  o therwise  b iased .  

P r i o r  t o  answering the  ques t ions  of  i n t e r e s t  one  o r  more dry- 

run ques t ions  are adminis te red  t o  make s u r e  t h e  respondent  

unders tands  what t o  do and i s  convinced t h a t  i t  i s  imposs ib le  f o r  

t he  in t e rv i ewer  t o  know which ques t ion  i n  each p a i r  i s  be ing  

answered. The a c t u a l  i n t e r v i e w  then  proceeds wi th  t h e  in t e rv i ewer  

r eco rd ing  "yes" o r  "no" responses  t o  the  p a i r e d  sets of ques t ions .  

The a n a l y s i s  of  d a t a  involves  s u b t r a c t i n g  the  number of  "yes" 

responses  t h a t  were expected from t h e  non-sens i t ive  ques t ion  and 

a d j u s t i n g  f o r  t h e  number of  respondents  who would have answered 

the  non-sens i t ive  ques t ion .  Some h y p o t h e t i c a l  response d a t a  f o r  

t he  sample s e t  of  ques t ions  w i l l  demonstrate  t h e  procedure:  

Resu l t s :  100 respondents  
60 "yes" responses  
40 "no" responses  

P r o b a b i l i t y  o'f answering each ques t ion :  
50 answered co in  t o s s  ques t ion  
50 answered compliance ques t ion  

50% 

Number of  "yes" responses  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  answering 
the  c o i n  t o s s  ques t ion :  25 

(% of  t h e  50 respondents  who answered 
the  ques t ion )  

Number o f  "yes" responses  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  the  
compliance ques t ion :  35 

( t o  t a l  "yes" responses  (60  minus those  
a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  t h e  co in  t o s s  ques t ion  (25)) 

Percen t  o f  respondents  who a r e  noncompliant i n  
r e p o r t i n g  t axab le  income: 70% 

(35 o f  the  50 who responded t o  t h e  
compliance ques t ion )  
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The formula f o r  t h i s  computation i s  shown below: 

= P t  - (1-P)p PS n 
P 

where 

ps = t he  p ropor t ion  of  respondents  who have f a i l e d  t o  r e p o r t  
a l l  of t h e i r  income on t h e i r  1980 t a x  r e t u r n .  

pt = t h e  p ropor t ion  of  t o t a l  respondents  answering "yes" 
t o  e i t h e r  o f  t he  set o f . q u e s t i o n s ,  

= t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  o b t a i n i n g  a "yes" response t o  t h e  
non-sens i t ive  ( co in  t o s s )  ques t ion ,  Pn 

P = The p r o b a b i l i t y  of responding t o  t h e  s e n s i t i v e  (compliance) 
ques t ion  based on the  randomizing device  ( t h e  co in  t o s s ) .  

For t h i s  example t h e  formula would y i e l d :  

Randomized response i s  n o t  wi thout  drawbacks. One of  t he  

more obvious i s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l  respondent  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  cannot 

be l i nked  wi th  the  same i n d i v i d u a l ' s  answers t o  the  s e n s i t i v e  

ques t ions .  

d a t a  from sub-groups o f  respondents  s e p a r a t e l y  and t h e r e f o r e  Link scme 

I t  i s  p o s s i b l e ,  however, wi th  l a r g e  samples t o  ana lyse  
r l  :. 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t o  behavior .  For example, wi th  s u f f i c i e n t  sample 

s i z e s ,  d a t a  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t a x  non-compliance could be analysed 

to determine whether males o r  females are  more non-compliant. 

The d a t a  would be d iv ided  i n t o  two groups accord ing  t o  r e sponden t ' s  

sex and each groups r e s u l t s  analysed s e p a r a t e l y .  The outcomes o f  
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t he  two ana lyses  would then be compared. 

A second drawback, which i t  sha res  wi th  a l l  s e n s i t i v e  

ques t ion  techniques ,  i s  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  inc idence  

of  admit ted behavior  and a c t u a l  behavior  i s  u s u a l l y  unknown. 

There i s  evidence t h a t  f o r  a t  least  some types  of  ques t ions  

randomized response i s  s u p e r i o r  t o  o t h e r  methods i n  e l i c i t i n g  

t r u t h f u l  responses .  Bradburn and Sudman r e p o r t  f i nd ings  from 

a s tudy  designed t o  measure v e r a c i t y  of  responses  t o  ques t ions  

across d i f f e r e n t  modes of  inqui ry .5  The four  methods t e s t e d  

were : l )  €ace-to-face d i r e c t  ques t ions  2) te lephone d i r e c t  

ques t ions  3) se l f -adminis te red  ques t ions  and 4 )  randomized 

response.  The ques t ions  inc luded  whether t h e  respondent 

1) was r e g i s t e r e d  t o  vo te  2 )  voted i n  a primary e l e c t i o n  

3 )  had a l i b r a r y  ca rd  4 )  had dec la red  bankruptcy,  and 5 )  had 

been a r r e s t e d  f o r  drunken d r i v i n g .  The f i r s t  t h r e e  of  t h e s e  

ques t ions  a r e  of t he  type t h a t  a respondent would be i n c l i n e d  t o  

answer ''yes'' when i n  f a c t  t h e  answer i s  "no." For the  remaining 

two ques t ions  the  r e v e r s e  would be the  case .  Respondents were 

s e l e c t e d  from pub l i c  records  of bankruptcy,  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  e t c .  

so t h a t  the  c o r r e c t  responses  were known t o  the  r e s e a r c h e r s .  

The i r  r e s u l t s  sugges t  t h a t  randonized response i s  e f f e c t i v e  in 

i n c r e a s i n g  the  r e p o r t i n g  of  s o c i a l l y  undes i r ab le  behaviors  bu t  i s  

no t  e f f e c t i v e  compared t o  o t h e r  methods i n  reducing ove r repor t ing  of  

s o c i a l l y  d e s i r a b l e  a c t s .  

knotlier 123 s tudy  completed a t  about t he  same t i m e  a s  the p i l o t  
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compliance survey (cited previously) allows additional comparisons of 

the effectiveness of randomized response in relation to other 

methods of inquiry. Both the pilot survey and this second study, the 

CSR study, asked respondents if they had ever overstated deductions 

or underreported income on their Federal tax return? A s  

previously indicated the pilot survey made these inquiries as 

direct questions. The CSR study used randcmized response 

with a portion of respondents and "locked box" with others. 2 

The CSR randomized response results indicated that 26% of 

the taxpayer population had underreported income, and 14% over- 

stated deductions. Comparable figures from the pilot survey 

-.- 
direct questions (during in-person'interviews) were 14% and 

7% respectively. Estimates based on IRS audits indicate that 

the randomized response results approach actual non-compliance 

rates. 8 

A third potential criticism of randomized response is that 

the procedure is too complicated - that it might work with 

sophisticated populations but with less sophisticated*respondents 

it would not work. The evidence, however, seems to weigh against 

this being the case. The most impressive of this evidence is a 

report of the successful use of the technique in a study of 

self-induced abortions among rural Ethiopian women.' 

survey interviews of the respondents indicated a high level of 

understanding of the procedure, and confidence in the 

anomymity of their responses. 

Post 
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c * 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

Nei the r  randomized response no r  f o c u s  group in t e rv i ewing  

should be u n i v e r s a l l y  adopted by p o l i t i c a l  s c i ence  survey 

r e sea rche r s .  I n  t h e  case  o f  randomized response t h e  

a p p l i c a t i o n s  may be l i m i t e d . .  Randomized response seems most 

u s e f u l  f o r  a s s e s s i n g  inc idence  of  a n t i - s o c i a l  behaviors  o r  

f e e l i n g s .  P o l i t i c a l  s c i ence  survey r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e  more 

f r equen t ly  confronted wi th  problems r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  over - repor t ing  

of  s o c i a l l y  d e s i r a b l e  behaviors  such as vo t ing .  There are  

s i t u a t i o n s ,  however, i n  which p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t s  may f i n d  randomized 

response u s e f u l .  F o r  example, p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t s  may want t o  

measure t h e  e x t e n t  of w i l l f u l  non-compliance o f  c i t y  o r  s t a t e  

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  wi th  a Federa l  r e g u l a t i o n  f o r  which enforcement 

a c t i v i t y  i s  known t o  be minimal. 

The a p p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  focus group in t e rv i ewing  may be more 

widespread. 

from d i scuss ion  o f  t he  t o p i c s  of i n t e r e s t  wi th  respondents  p r i o r  

t o  ins t rument  development. The ques t ion  he re  i s  when the  need 

f o r  focus groups overcomes t i m e  and c o s t  c o n s t r a i n t s .  

Almost a l l  ques t ionna i r e  design p r o j e c t s  would b e n e f i t  
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FOOTNOTES 

1. See, f o r  example, Sudman and Bradburn's (1974):book and .~ 

the  same au thor s  (names i n  r e v e r s e  o r d e r )  more r e c e n t  
book (1979). Add i t iona l ly ,  t he  Pub l i c  Opinion Quar t e r ly  
r e g u l a r l y  pub l i shes  a r t i c l e s  d i s c u s s i n g  empi r i ca l  
r e sea rch  r e l a t e d  t o  t he  improvement o f  q u e s t i o n n a i r e  
des ign  and admin i s t r a t ion .  

2 ,  Stan ley  L. Warner, "Randomized Response: A Survey 
Technique f o r  E l imina t ing  Evasive Answer Bias . I 1  

Journa l  of t h e  American S t a t i s t i c a l  Assoc ia t ion ,  
V O ~ .  60 (19651, ppo63-69. 

3 .  This  s tudy  w a s  conducted by Nes ta t ,  Inc.  under c o n t r a c t  
number TIR-78-50. It was designed t o  develop methodologies 
t o  s tudy  f a c t o r s  a f f e c t i n g  compliance. The focus group 
in t e rv i ews  and the  p i l o t  survey were two of  s e v e r a l  
phases o f  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  The au tho r  of  t h i s  paper w a s  t he  
Senior  Analyst  f o r  Westat on t h i s  s tudy.  

4.  The d e c i s i o n  t o  use a s t r a igh t fo rward  ques t ionning  
technique w a s  also pred ica t ed  on t h e  f a c t  t h a t  another  IRS 
sponsored survey proceeding a t  about the  same time would be 
u t i l i z i n g  randomized response and another  s e n s i t i v e  
ques t ion  technique.  

5. Norman M. Bradburn and Seymour Sudman, Improving In t e rv i ew 
Method and Ques t ionnai re  Design (San Franc isco :  Jossey  - 
Bass P u b l i s h e r s ,  1979). 

6. The c i t e d  s tudy w a s  conducted by CSR Inc.  f o r  t he  I n t e r n a l  
Revenue Se rv ice  i n  1979. I t  cons i s t ed  o f  a survey of a 
n a t i o n a l  sample of 5000 taxpayers  t o  t a p  a t t i t u d e s  and 
behaviors  r e l a t e d  t o  a v a r i e t y  o f  i s s u e s  a s s o c i a t e d  with 
paying income taxes .  

7. The "locked box" technique involves  ask ing  respondents  t o  
w r i t e  t h e i r  responses  t o  s e n s i t i v e  ques t ions  on a p i ece  of  
paper and t o  place the  paper i n  a locked box. The box i s  
u s u a l l y  made of l u c i t e  o r  o t h e r  c l e a r  m a t e r i a l  so t h e  
respondent can see t h a t  o t h e r  answer s h e e t s  a r e  a l r eady  
i n  the  box. T h e  locked box proved to be the leas t  e f f e c t i v e  
method of  e l i c i t i n g  t r u t h f u l  responses  t o  compliance 
ques t ions .  

8. Compliance e s t i m a t e s  were based on I R S ' s  1973 Taxpayer 
Compliance Measurement Program f indings .  This  work 
involved a n a l y s i s  of complete a u d i t s  of a random sample 
of  taxpayer  r e t u r n s .  



9 .  L. P. Chow and others, "Feasibility of rhe Randomized Response 
Technique in Rural Ethopia." 
Health, vol.  69 (19791, 273-6. 

American Journal of Public 
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